Various comparative analyses have repeatedly shown that income inequality in market income 1 has increased across advanced nations during the last few decades.
2 Some nations, it seems, have managed to level out this trend more so than others through redistributive structures and policies. The question of why some governments put more effort into reducing income inequality than others has long occupied public policy scholars. While some scholars attribute cross-national variation in redistribution to various political and institutional forces, such as the strength of left parties or labour unions, another stream of research stresses the role of macroeconomic factors, such as economic globalisation and growth, in affecting the degree to Inequality of the poorest ten percent in the majority of these countries. 7 As Figure 1 shows, this trend is not exclusive to liberal market economies. In traditionally low-inequality social democratic countries, income inequality has also grown substantially.
Solt's comparative data set that provides Gini indices on an annual basis presents a similar picture of inequality trends in OECD nations. 8 Again, as seen in Figure 2 , the distribution of market incomes has grown signifi cantly more unequal even in social democratic countries such as Germany, Norway, Finland, Sweden and Denmark. Nevertheless, the net Gini coeffi cients show that these countries have been able to offset the increasing gap in market income with the redistributive structures and policies they have in place. In liberal market economies such as the US, the UK, Australia and Canada, on the other hand, the percentage increase in net Gini coeffi cients over the period 1980-2007 is higher than the percentage increase in gross Gini coeffi cients. This indicates shrinking redistributive efforts on the part of these nations.
The explanations for public support for redistribution vary. Some theories focus on the role of income inequality in shaping popular attitudes towards redistributive programmes. Most notably, the Meltzer-Richard model ars have argued, it softens inequality and takes the edge off lower-and middle-class discontent with the actual income distribution. 5 Second, it makes it harder to infer who has and who has not. Citizens with higher incomes who tend to be less supportive of redistribution in the fi rst place may be further convinced that inequality is not an issue and redistribution need not be a policy goal. All in all, credit mitigates class and status differences.
In this article, we look at the impact of credit on citizens' support for redistributive policies. More specifi cally, we examine whether higher levels of credit use in a society might be associated with lower levels of public support for redistribution. We analyse data from the International Social Survey, the OECD and the European Credit Research Institute. Controlling for a variety of individual and macro-level variables, we fi nd a negative association between credit use and citizen support for redistribution. Given the limitations of the data upon which our analysis rests, which we discuss in length in the coming pages, we are far from making a conclusive statement. Nevertheless, we believe that our analysis might add to our understanding of citizens' views on inequality and their support for redistributive policies and shed some light on why it is that rising earnings inequalities since the early 1980s have not fuelled heightened support for redistribution in liberal market economies. 6 In what follows, we fi rst provide a brief review of the literature on public support for redistribution. Then, we discuss the link between credit use and public support for redistribution. In the fi nal section, we empirically examine this relationship using multilevel analysis techniques.
Income inequality and public support for redistribution
One of the most common ways of measuring income disparity is by comparing the top and bottom percentile groups' shares of total income. The data available from the OECD show that although real disposable household incomes in OECD countries increased by an average of 1.7 per cent annually over the two decades prior to the onset of the global economic crisis, the household incomes of the richest ten per cent grew faster than those 
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Each of these assumptions remains subject to criticism, as does the MR model, with its inability to explain deviations such as the mismatch between high income inequality and low support for redistribution in the US. Some scholars have directly challenged the theory, arguing that income inequality is indeed negatively associated with social welfare effort: the more unequal the primary income distribution, the less support there is for the poor.
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Others have argued that inequality alone cannot account for public attitudes towards redistribution, and a range of institutional and macroeconomic factors must be taken into consideration. 13 According to Esping-Andersen, cross-national variations in public support for redistribution result from different "institutional arrangements of social policy" within nations. 14 The dominating cleavage groups and their social policy interests differ across welfare regimes, which is why one fi nds high levels of support for welfare state redistribution in Scandinavian countries.
The role of macroeconomic trends in shaping public support for redistribution has also been emphasised in the literature. Blekesaune argues that public support for governmental provision and economic redistribution increases in periods of economic strain and low employment. 15 Pontusson and Lupu, on the other hand, fi nd that public support for social spending and redistribution is likely to decrease during periods of economic decline. 16 There is a budding literature that focuses on the relationship between credit and the politics of inequality and wel-(hereafter the "MR" model) holds that income inequality, public attitudes and redistribution policies are causally linked -"when inequality increases, the mass public responds by requesting more government activity, which government then enacts by increasing redistributive welfare state programs". 9 Conversely, as income distribution becomes more equal, redistribution becomes a less salient issue. The essential idea here is that "those with below-average incomes favour at least some degree of redistribution while those above the mean do not". 2. Where market inequality is higher, those below the median income will favour greater redistribution.
3. This preference will be expressed via voting, demands by organised constituencies, and/or public opinion polls and focus groups.
4. The government will respond with more generous redistributive programmes. Inequality income levels would afford them. As such, it mitigates the discontent that highly unequal income distribution is likely to produce on the part of lower-income citizens and may decrease their demand for redistribution. However, the effect of credit on redistributive support is not limited to those on the lower end of income distribution. In an environment of credit-fuelled consumption, it becomes harder to infer who have low incomes and who have high incomes.
The theoretical underpinnings of our theory can be summarised in the following way:
• We agree with the MR theory that the level of inequality affects citizens' views of inequality and the desirability of redistribution.
• However, we argue that the link is not as direct as the MR model suggests. People are not necessarily aware of the true level of market inequality, and even if they were, the assumption that this would necessarily cause discontent, which would then be channelled into public support for redistribution, is not realistic. There may be mechanisms in place that decrease citizens' awareness of or discontent with the actual level of inequality.
• Credit plays a signifi cant role in shaping attitudes towards redistribution. For one, it signifi cantly affects the degree to which lower-income households can consume and thus mitigates the impact of income inequality. Credit may also impact the views of those in higher-income groups -when there is ample consumption that goes around, those with higher incomes who tend to be less supportive of redistribution in the fi rst place may be further convinced that inequality is not a major issue and redistribution need not be a policy goal.
To operationalise this argument, we can contrast the situations of two hypothetical individuals, A and B. Let us imagine that both individuals live in nations with similar degrees of income inequality and work in similar jobs making an annual income of $40,000. However, the county in which A lives has a more developed credit market which makes it possible for individuals to get credit to fi nance their purchases and maintain their lifestyles. Individual A was able to purchase a home last year since she was able to get a mortgage at a competitive rate. She also was able to buy a new car thanks to available fi nancing options. Individual B, on the other hand, lives in a country where access to credit is restricted. She, therefore, has to live according to her means. She rents her house, although she aspires to become a homeowner one day. She is driving the same car that she drove 12 years ago. Although she would like a new car, she has not been able to save fare. 17 For many scholars in this literature, the reliance on credit constitutes a larger systemic shift away from the post-war political and economic organisation of "embedded liberalism" and towards neoliberalism. 18 However, Crouch, while agreeing that expansion of credit has been a structural part of the political economic transformation in advanced nations since the early 1980s, conceptualises it as the rise of "privatised Keynesianism" -a policy regime whereby households and individuals, rather than governments, take up debt to stimulate the economy and create economic and social stability.
19 This paper attempts to contribute to this literature by looking into the role of credit in shaping citizens' view of inequality and preferences towards redistribution. We do so by controlling for a set of variables that capture the alternative theories discussed here.
Credit and support for redistribution
Our argument remains in agreement with the line of scholarship that sees inequality as an important input to the political equation of redistribution. However, we argue that focusing on nominal measures of income inequality may be misleading. We also need to look at the extent to which citizens experience and are aware of the discrepancies in income distribution. This is where credit comes into the picture. Credit, for one, enables lower-and middle-income groups to consume at a higher level than their 
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46 per cent of low-income households' total consumer debt holdings. 26 Similarly, a recent analysis by the Center for American Progress concludes that income differences show no statistically signifi cant effect on the chance of loan applications being denied in the period after 1995.
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All of this indicates that the socio-economic base of credit usage in the US has expanded tremendously.
The expansion of credit usage has not remained an exclusively American phenomenon. Over the past few decades, we have seen increasing access to and use of credit in virtually every advanced country. Since the early 1990s, "easy credit" has emerged in other rich countries as well, as a "seductive" way of improving the material lives of voters whose income distribution is becoming increasingly unequal.
28 Households' credit use as a percentage of GDP increased in all OECD countries between 1995 and 2007, albeit to varying degrees. The available data show that households began to use more and more consumer credit to fi nance their expanding consumption expenditures (see Figure 3 ).
Data and methods
Our primary aim here is to discern the effect of credit use, a country-level characteristic, on individuals' attitudes about redistribution. Multilevel regression techniques are suited for this kind of empirical inquiry involving a hierarchical data structure whereby the data of individuals are nested in single countries.
We measure our dependent variable -individuals' preferences for redistribution -using International Social Survey data from 1996, 1999 and 2006. In the 1996 and 2006 surveys, the exact same question was asked to capture individuals' preferences regardding the redistribution of income: "Do you think it should be or should not be the government's responsibility to reduce income differences between the rich and poor?" Respondents' answers are coded on a scale of 1 to 4: "Defi nitely should", "Probably should", "Probably not" or "Defi nitely not". In 1999 the survey question was slightly modifi ed. Respondents were asked how much they agree or disagree with the following statement: "It is the responsibility of the government to reduce the differences in income between people with high incomes and those with low incomes". The answers are coded on a scale of 1 to 5: "Strongly agree", "Agree", "Neither agree nor disagree", "Disagree" or "Strongly disagree". In our analysis, for purposes of simplicity and 26 Ibid. 27 C. We l l e r, op. cit. 28 R. R a j a n , op. cit. enough money to buy one. These individuals live in societies with similar levels of inequality, but their lifestyles and their experiences of income differences are entirely different.
The circumstances of individual A in our hypothetical example are akin to the experience of American citizens. According to the International Social Survey, in the early 1990s, less than 50 per cent of Americans considered it the government's responsibility to reduce the differences between high-and low-income groups. 20 Credit has been central to the maintenance of middle-class Americans' living standards since the end of the Second World War and in recent decades has been even more pronounced. 21 This rise in credit use in the US has occurred in tandem with the increase in income inequality, as Krueger and Perri have shown. 22 As different types of credit with varying characteristics have become available, households, especially lower-and middle-class households, have increasingly turned to these fi nancing tools to enjoy consumption opportunities that would have not been available otherwise. 23 There is no denying that low-income families have historically faced more constraints and higher borrowing costs compared to their higher-income counterparts. However, recent research has shown that differences in credit access by income have diminished during the past two decades -a process often referred to as the "democratization of credit". 24 As Evans reports, according to data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, in 1970 only two per cent of all low-income households in the US had credit cards; by 1983 more than ten per cent had them, and by 2001 about 38 per cent of all low-income households had at least one card. 25 In 1983 credit cards accounted for 35 per cent of low-income households' non-mortgage debt; by 2001, on average, credit card debt accounted for about The scatterplot in Figure 4 , which we use to visually examine the association between these two variablesnamely, support for redistribution and credit -points to a negative association. We analyse the relationship more rigorously by controlling for various country and individual level variables that are relevant for our analysis. The International Social Survey contains data on several individual level variables that are useful in predicting individuals' positions on income redistribution, such as age, sex, level of education, 30 employment status, 31 family income and trade union membership, all of which we include in our models.
The country-level variables we include in our analysis are income inequality (gross Gini), log of GDP per capita, unemployment rate, degree of openness to trade and welfare spending. We measure welfare spending both in 30 A bigger fi gure indicates a higher education level. 31 A bigger fi gure indicates less participation in the labour market: 1 indicates full-time job, 2 indicates part-time job, 3 indicates employed less than part-time job, and so on.
conceptual clarity, we recode the answers into two categories, where 0 equals "Disagree" and 1 equals "Agree".
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Six nations in the International Social Survey have data on individual attitudes about government redistribution for all three years: Canada, France, Germany, Norway, the UK and the US. After missing data were dropped, the total number of individuals surveyed in these countries is 15,106. We fi rst conduct our analysis using this sample.
We then replicate our analysis to see if the results hold by pooling all the available data from the larger sample of 17 nations including Austria, Australia, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Japan, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland, where data on individual preferences about redistribution is missing for one or two years. When missing data were dropped, the total number of individuals surveyed in these 17 nations is 29,852. The total missing covariates dropped amount to less than ten per cent of the sample size in our analysis. Though this is not a large enough number to cause a serious problem, we check the sensitivity of our results with respect to the way missing data is handled. Table 1 shows the average percentage of surveyed citizens who agree/disagree with the statement that it is the responsibility of the government to reduce the differences in income between people with high incomes and those with low incomes.
Our key explanatory variable is households' credit use measured at the national level. We measure it in terms 29 "Agree" includes "Defi nitely should" and "Probably should" in 1996 and 2006, and "Strongly agree" and "Agree" in 1999; "Disagree" includes "Probably not" and "Defi nitely not" in 1996 and 2006, and "Disagree" and "Strongly disagree" in 1999. Table 2 reports the regression estimates. 33 In each of the models, we control for the individual level variables of age, sex, level of education, employment status, family income and trade union membership -although we do not report the results since our focus is on the macro-level variables.
The fi rst column presents estimates from our regression analysis using data from six nations for all three years. We measure welfare spending in terms of social spending as a percentage of GDP. In the second column, we repeat the same exercise with a larger sample, using data pooled from all 17 nations, including the 11 where data on individual preferences about redistribution is missing for one or two years. In the third and fourth columns, we add GDP growth as a control variable. The third column presents estimates using data from six nations for all three years, and the fourth column presents estimates using data from all 17 nations. Our results are consistent. The credit-to-GDP ratio is inversely associated with support for redistribution.
The intracluster correlation coeffi cient (ICC) is .054 in the full model with six nations, and .132 for the large sample with 17 nations, as seen in columns 3 and 4 respectively. This suggests that the variance at the country level accounts for about 5 per cent and 13 per cent of the whole variance respectively.
For a robustness check, we fi rst used social security transfers as a percentage of GDP as a measure of welfare spending. We also used a dummy variable for a liberal welfare regime in lieu of welfare spending. The main results are consistent across different samples -namely, we observed a negative association between citizens' support for government redistribution and credit. In addition, we replicated our analysis by replacing missing values with the variable mean to test the sensitivity of the results with respect to the dropping of missing values. Again, the results are consistent -where there is more credit use, there is less agreement that it is the government's responsibility to redistribute.
Conclusion
It has remained a matter of debate in the literature whether higher levels of income inequality lead to higher public support for redistribution. In this article, we attempt to We use multilevel logit models allowing for random intercept as presented in Equation (1):
(1)
where y ij denotes preference for income redistribution for individual i in country j as defi ned.
The fi rst two terms on the right-hand side are fi xed effects, where γ 00 denotes average attitude toward reducing income difference over all countries; β 1 and γ 01 represent the effect of individual and country characteristics over all countries. The rest of the terms on the right-hand side are random effects, where μ 0j is the random intercept and ε ij is the idiosyncratic error term. The major advantage of this setup is that it helps us understand to what extent certain macro-level variables explain cross-country differences in public support for redistribution.
The method we use in this paper is the multi-level analysis using maximum likelihood estimation. Unlike ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, which often yields incorrect standard errors by ignoring the clustering of the data, our multilevel model improves statistical inference because the hierarchical structure is explicitly taken into consideration. While OLS assumes there is constant variance and no clustering, multi-level models are tailored to Inequality in place that decrease citizens' awareness of the actual level of inequality or that decrease the discontent that might emerge out of such awareness. People's actual experiences of inequality and their perceptions of whether they "have" or "have not" often depend on what they are able to consume. Credit plays a signifi cant role here. It changes their perceptions of how much they do or do not have relative to others. In other words, it makes the question of distribution less salient to the so-called median voter.
Pierson argued that governments can afford to remain unresponsive to rising inequalities and welfare needs to the extent that they can diminish the salience of such circumstances to voters, in other words, by "obfuscating" them. 34 The reason that redistributive efforts have not kept up in many nations despite increasing income inequality has, at least in part, to do with credit being an "obfuscating" mechanism.
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More research needs to be conducted to examine where credit and credit-reliant consumption fi ts in the political economy of growth and welfare in advanced nations. On the one hand, credit makes it possible for citizens to create wealth and enjoy a higher standard of living. In fact, for lower-income citizens who cannot sustain a livelihood -a "modicum of economic welfare and security," to cite Marshall 36 -without it, credit has become a safety net of sorts. Yet this net is only be a temporary solution. Access to credit might immiserate lower-and middle-income citizens in the long run by pushing them into debt. Moreover, as opposed to the social and redistributive provisions that come from the welfare state, credit does not come free. It is not a social right. It is a loan that must be paid back. For these reasons, while it is interesting to see -and explicable from a sociological perspective -why support for redistribution is lower in nations where credit use is high, access to credit and redistribution are not equivalent. Access to credit does not decrease the relevance of rising income inequality as a socio-economic and policy concern. After all, as Crouch notes, inequality cannot be seen solely in terms of consumption. 37 Inequality is also about power. There are long-term consequences to widening income disparities for democracy and social trust in society, and the role of the state in dealing with such disparities shall not be obliterated. bring a new perspective to the table that takes into account not only citizens' class positions and income levels but also their experiences and perceptions of inequality. We particularly focus on the relationship between credit and inequality. Combining national and individual data, we examined whether higher levels of credit use diminish the importance of redistribution for citizens. Our analysis provides support in favour of this hypothesis.
This analysis might help shed light on some important questions. Why is it that, despite increasing inequalities, we have not seen more public demand for redistribution? How is it that redistributive efforts have not kept up with income inequalities in many nations? We argue here, fi rst of all, that people are not necessarily aware of the true level of inequality that prevails in their countries. And even if they were, the assumption that income inequality would cause discontent and lead to public support for redistribution is not all that realistic. There may be mechanisms 
